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Abstract 
This conceptual submission aims to introduce the Digital India Programme (DIP) and present an argument for 
initiating research to explore whether the provision of ICTs to the wider population via the DIP would help to 
reduce issues such as the digital divide, facilitate digital inclusion and lead to betterment of citizens’ quality of 
life. The main contribution of this short submission is to make researchers aware of the potential of the DIP as 
well as advocate how further research into the Programme can help in extending knowledge on the digital 
divide and social inclusion/exclusion within a multifaceted society.   
Keywords: Digital Divide, Digital Exclusion, Digital Inclusion, Digital India Programme, 
Social Exclusion, Social Inclusion  
1.0 Introduction 
In the last four decades, India has become recognised for being a key player in the 
development and supply of software applications as well as a significant place for producing 
and nurturing a growing Information Technology (IT) workforce. Herein lies the irony: 
despite increasing global recognition of its IT capabilities, the dissemination of IT 
capabilities and skills remains restricted to a certain percentage of India’s population and 
subsequently evades the majority of the citizens. Whilst being sensitive to the fact that not all 
rural areas are equal across the twenty nine states and seven union territories of the country, 
regarding those who are without IT, this tends to refer to people residing in rural areas in 
India who still lack access to IT infrastructure, let alone prerequisite knowledge and skills to 
become a part of the Information Society. This, in turn, leads to a state of ‘digital divide’ as 
well as digital and social exclusion. In its plans for development, and in direct relation to the 
well-recognised issues of the digital divide, India’s new government recently (August 2014) 
launched an ambitious programme, known as the ‘Digital India Programme’, that is worth 
  
more than a trillion rupees and aims to provide Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) access to the wider population (particularly to rural people), thus leading to the creation 
of a more equitable Information Society (See Dwivedi et al. 2015 for more elaborate 
introduction).  
The Digital India Programme (DIP) provides a unique opportunity for researchers to further 
their understanding related to interlinked issues such as the digital divide, digital inclusion 
and if availability and access to ICTs would lead to betterment of citizens’ living in terms of 
gaining education, having access to healthcare, having convenient access to government 
services without facing extensive bureaucratic red tape and possibility of more employment 
opportunities. In this backdrop, this short submission aims to propose a research agenda for 
extending the existing knowledge on the digital divide (and related concepts of digital and 
social exclusion) and digital inclusion (and related concepts of social inclusion) in an Indian 
context that is unique due to its inherent sociocultural, geopolitical, lingual and economic 
heterogeneity and diversity. More specifically, in the context of the Digital India Programme, 
our proposed research would aim to: (1) understand the digital divide and the relationship 
between ICTs and social inclusion and (2) explore whether ICTs can lead to betterment; 
specifically, defining what is meant by ‘better’ and ‘development’. In line with this, the 
remaining sections of this submission attempts to introduce the core concepts and briefly 
outlines current understanding based on existing research on the topic.  
2.0 The Digital Divide 
The development and availability of ICTs has led to numerous studies examining how such 
technology is being adopted at various levels, namely at the governmental, organisational and 
societal levels. However, preceding the adoption stage is that of the actual availability and 
access to ICTs: what is available and to whom. The ‘digital divide’ commonly refers to the 
gap that exists between those who have access to ICTs, and the knowledge these technologies 
provide access to, and those who do not have this access or skills (Cullen, 2001).  
The digital divide can represent a gap in IT between developed and developing countries 
(Dewan et al, 2005), as well as an intra-country gap, i.e. inequality between developed urban 
and underdeveloped rural areas (Warschauer, 2004). The digital divide may exist because 
people are unable to access ICTs and information, or because they choose not to make use of 
these technologies (Cullen, 2001). Whatever the reason may be for the existence of the digital 
divide, it is widely accepted that the positive adoption and utilisation of ICT, alongside other 
  
resources, have the potential to provide benefits on a much wider scale and can assist in the 
overall social and economic development of a nation -  
“Whether in developed or developing countries, urban areas or rural, for economic purposes 
or socio-political ones, access to ICT is a necessary and key condition for overcoming social 
exclusion in the information society. It is certainly not the only condition that matters; good 
schools, decent government, and adequate health care are other crucial factors for social 
inclusion. But ICT, if deployed well, can contribute toward improved education, government, 
and health care, too, and thus can be a multiplying factor for social inclusion.” (Warschauer, 
2004, p.30). 
Thus, considering the above, technology has much promise. To help enable social inclusion 
and reduce social exclusion of citizens in a country can be regarded as one of they key goals 
of any government.  But, as the quote above suggests, it is not solely the provision of ICTs 
that can enable this – governments need to change other factors too. The suggestion that 
technology can actually aid in the provision of these other factors suggests the very wide-
reaching and significant role that ICTs can play in the development of a nation. Thus, it is no 
surprise that research examining (see section 3) the issue of ICTs and social inclusion has 
steadily begun to increase over the past few years which, to some degree, addresses the 
concern by Avgerou (2008, pp. 133-134) that: “the research stream of information systems in 
developing countries (ISDC), the nature of its research concerns and ongoing debates are 
poorly understood beyond a circle of specialists”.  
To reduce or eradicate social exclusion is a must on any government agenda. Building on the 
work of the Economist Amartya Sen, Zheng and Walsham (2009) define ‘social exclusion’ as 
capability deprivation – “the deprivation of what capabilities that are considered essential in 
the e-society” (p.238). With the growing availability and uptake of ICTs, particularly the 
Internet, these can be regarded as essential capabilities in today’s (and tomorrow’s) world due 
to the rapid speed at which they are being embedded in society (Warren, 2007). As a result, 
not having access to the Internet may indeed be regarded, by many, as capability deprivation 
thus leading to social exclusion.  
3.0 Digital Inclusion Projects  
Numerous digital inclusion projects have been implemented in a variety of contexts and 
countries around the world, with the aim of providing ICTs (as well as support for learning 
and capacity building) to help promote social inclusion (Madon et al, 2009). Approaches to 
  
understanding ICTs in developing countries often use existing, well-established discourses in 
general IS research, such as the technology transfer and diffusion knowledge and models 
(such as those proposed by Davis, 1989 and Rogers, 1995)  in order to appreciate the 
appropriateness or variations of such models in developing countries’ contexts. Studies have 
also tried to transfer and adapt systems development methodologies in order to enrich IS 
implementation knowledge and professional practice appropriate for application to local 
contexts. Furthermore, studies have examined the social embeddedness of technology which 
involves examining how individuals in local contexts make sense of technology and integrate 
it into their lives (Avgerou, 2008).  
As studies have shown, digital inclusion endeavours have to take a context-specific approach 
that is sensitive to the local social issues and conditions if they are to yield any sort of 
technology adoption and social inclusion amongst citizens. Madon et al (2009) collected data 
from three digital inclusion projects in India, South Africa and Brazil.  They identified four 
key processes of institutionalization that were of relevance to all digital inclusion projects: (a) 
getting symbolic acceptance by the community; (b) stimulating valuable social activity in 
relevant social groups, (c) generating linkage to valuable revenue streams and (d) enrolling 
government support.  
Amongst their findings, the authors found that the e-literacy projects in Kerala, India 
achieved significant acceptance by the community which, in part, linked positively to 
Kerala’s development philosophy by the state government. However, acceptance became 
more problematic later when the goals shifted towards stimulating entrepreneurial activity. In 
Siyabuswa, South Africa, the project was highly accepted, seen as both by the people and for 
the people, and was encouraged through the leadership of a person from the community itself. 
But the later extension project was not accepted in the new deep rural communities who were 
suspicious about the outsiders who were promoting the project.  In the case of Sao Paolo, 
Brazil, many of the socially excluded people in the poorer communities had not been reached 
through the projects, which called into question the precise nature of the ‘community’ that 
was being supported by the digital inclusion projects. Thus, as reiterated by Zheng and 
Walsham (2009), although ICTs have the potential to provide benefits to society and bridge 
the digital divide, ICT may actually lead to further social exclusion, since the digital inclusion 
projects in Brazil actually missed the least-advantaged groups and produced a local form of 
digital exclusion with the communities – an unintended but realised consequence.  
  
Research also suggests that in order for projects to become institutionalised in a way that aids 
successive generations, there is the requirement of not just training and supporting citizens 
with ICT skills, but also the need to alter cultural and behavioural attitudes towards the 
technology. Cultural barriers can often shape individuals’ behaviour/usage of technology, and 
can include gender expectation disparities and communication preferences (Cullen, 2001). 
Thus, significant efforts are needed in order for digital inclusion projects to provide long-term 
value and sustainability. Linking closely to the latter is the issue of ‘scalability’, which can be 
defined from an institutional perspective - whether the information system is recognised, 
accepted and used within normal courses of action – or from a more technical perspective – 
whether the system can be extended in terms of functions, the amount of work it can do, the 
area it can cover as well as from a more economical perspective (Miscione and Sahay, 2007). 
Any government investing in any form of technology would have the issue of scalability in 
mind but, again, various societal considerations and lessons regarding implementation need 
to be addressed before trying to scale up any information system.  
4.0 ICTs Lead to Betterment? 
It is often cited that ICT can help define modern society: its ability to cross geographical 
barriers, enable a more connected world and provide voice to the marginalised has 
“positioned ICTs as a prominent disruptive force that is able to influence the creation and 
evolution of social, political, cultural and economic norms” (Brown and Grant, 2010, p.96). 
Referring back to the promise of ICTs, this quotation states the boundary-less nature of 
technology and its potentially huge benefits. Although there is general consensus (as 
discussed in section 3.0) within the literature that the provision and usage of ICTs can lead to 
a better situation for all, authors in the area of IT for Development (IT4D) such as Sahay 
(2014) (following on from the question posed by Walsham “are we building a better world 
with ICTs” at the IFP 9.4 meeting in 2014) do question whether ICTs are creating a ‘better 
world’. They question what we mean by ‘better’, suggesting that the meaning we attribute to 
the word is often shaped by our own beliefs as researchers of what ‘better’ means. Thus, any 
further studies examining how ICTs may be used for the betterment of society will naturally 
need to state at the outset exactly how the term would be defined and measured. Sahay also 
suggests that in our appreciation of the role of technology in creating a ‘better’ world, not 
only do we assume the technologically-determined nature of a ‘better’ world, but also that we 
may neglect the negative side of technology and how it may actually make situations worse. 
As some of the studies mentioned above suggest, the betterment of any situation is not simply 
  
reliant upon technology; rather, other wider issues also need to be considered such as 
policies, education etc. In effect, there is a need to develop an understanding of the local 
conditions as much as possible as well as the potentially detrimental effects of technology, 
such as creating social exclusion whilst trying to attain social inclusion.  
The above, in turn, suggests that before considering the implementation of any technology, 
the actual design of the technology needs to be considered. As Miscione and Sahay (2007) 
state so succinctly, developing and implementing an information system is nonsense unless 
the context of the implementation is considered. Thus, understanding ICTs in developing 
countries depends not just on applying IS theories and models to different contexts, but also 
actually designing systems that take into consideration the context in which they will 
eventually be implemented. This suggests conducting a much-needed situational analysis 
before consideration is even given to what technology should be implemented and where, if 
IS failure (due to systems designed on inadequate requirements) is to be avoided (Miscione 
and Sahay, 2007). Therefore, the plug-and-play idea that providing poorer countries with 
technology and knowledge of modern techniques would “leapfrog them out of their misery” 
(Qureshi, 2013, p.189) does not stand and, in turn, questions what is meant by ‘development’. 
Drawing upon other authors’ works, Qureshi lists factors such as poverty rates, illness, 
increases in income, healthcare, education, clean water amongst others in defining what is 
meant by ‘development’. Consequently, in trying to define what is meant by a ‘better’ world, 
researchers could start by defining what is meant by ‘development’, since both terms indicate 
an improvement of some sort.  
In defining ‘development’, Walsham (2005) defines it as an ongoing process for all 
individuals, groups, organisations and societies. Whilst being sensitive to the different 
standards of living in different countries, Walsham suggests that since development is not 
something that is possessed by one group of countries compared to another, and that “I 
therefore find the linguistic distinction of ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries rather 
unfortunate and in some ways offensive. It is patronising to the latter group, and an 
inaccurate description of the former” (p.6).  Thus, Walsham suggests that it is important for 
people, organisations and governments not to adopt simplistic notions of development which 
equate it with economic development, although this is commonly done due to ignorance 
(people often know very little about societies other than their own) and perceived self-interest 
(organisations in richer countries wanting to sell their products to poorer countries). Instead, 
social and welfare should also be studied, and potentially gender. Considering this, more 
  
detailed case studies appreciating the unique nature of different contexts, understanding what 
people value and how ICT can be employed positively are necessary in helping to determine 
what is ‘development’ in different settings.  
5.0 The Case of India 
Although studies investigating ICT implementation and adoption in developing nations 
(using the ‘traditional’ definition) have steadily increased, there is still scope for further 
studies to be conducted in a variety of contexts, to help appreciate the myriad of 
governmental, organisational and societal contexts that exist across the world. Taking into 
consideration the rising levels of global activity (multinational companies, virtual teamwork, 
outsourcing, global supply chains, etc.) as well as the very natural need for governments to 
advance and develop their nations, the employment of ICTs to achieve greater efficiencies is 
unquestionable.  In particular, Avgerou (2008) states that more understanding of IS in 
developing countries needs to be developed by the wider IS research community “to proceed 
from basic to more elaborate and in-depth research accounts of IS phenomena not only in 
developing countries but also in the world at large in the era of globalisation” (p.134).   
Concentrating on the example of India, this can be regarded as a country with noticeable 
irony – it is one of the fastest growing economies in the world and, whilst being the home of 
global entrepreneurial IT companies which have created multi-millionaires, there remains a 
considerable proportion of the population that has no reliable sanitation or energy, let alone 
access to ICTs that are being developed so close to them. Thus, despite the fact that IT 
penetration levels are increasing at a substantially higher rate in poor countries as compared 
to rich nations (Dewan et al, 2005), there remains a digital divide at a very noticeable level 
within India. With this stark reality very clearly in mind, India’s government has had to 
respond with a new strategy (See Dwivedi et al. 2015 for more detail) to deal with the various 
issues. To describe the new agenda as revolutionary is quite an understatement: it is an 
overhaul by the government of existing efforts and aims to promote an environment 
conducive to new policy development. 
6.0 The Forethought  
The aim of our study is to understand the new strategy proposed by the government 
concerning the digital divide and to provide a framework of factors for consideration 
specifically within the Indian context which goes beyond recognising the potential 
  
advantages of digital inclusion projects within India. The next step of this research is to 
conduct an exploratory field visit to identify suitable projects and particular aspects of the 
DIP that can demonstrate how digital inclusion projects are being developed and how social 
exclusion can be reduced through ICT based systems. Based on that, suitable methodological 
and theoretical paradigm will be selected to guide this research. Considering the very diverse 
nature of India’s states and union territories, which also rank differently according to factors 
such as income, education, language and culture (amongst other factors), it will no doubt be 
fascinating to gain deeper understanding on how the government plans to make a start with 
the Programme.  
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